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Abstract 
 
 
During the last quarter of a century there has been a worldwide dramatic 
increase in the number of grandparents who are raising their grandchildren 
because of their own adult children’s inability to take on the parenting role.  A 
wide range of social changes has contributed to this growing social 
phenomenon.  These include an escalation of drug and alcohol abuse, a rise in 
the number of sole parent families, an increase in mental health problems, high 
rates of incarceration (especially of women), increases in child abuse and 
neglect, the introduction of HIV/AIDS into our community, death (often due to 
drug overdose), as well as the world-wide trend towards welfare agencies 
placing children at risk into ’kinship care’ rather than foster care.  Research has 
shown that apart from the joy it brings into their life, becoming a custodial 
grandparent can have many negative personal, interpersonal and economic 
consequences. 
 
To date, very little research has been conducted into grandparents who are 
raising their grandchildren in Australia. This paper arises from a qualitative 
study which explores the impact of social change on 30 grandparent-headed 
families who are raising their grandchildren in New South Wales.  Data from the 
study reveals that grandparents who are raising their grandchildren derive many 
benefits from taking on the caregiving role of their grandchildren, however they 
also face numerous challenges.  Preliminary conclusions indicate the need for a 
large range of interventions to address the many emotional, social and 
economic concerns affecting grandparents-as-parents. 
 
 
Keywords:  grandparents-as-parents; social change; challenges/concerns. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
During the last quarter of a century the issue of grandparents raising their 
grandchildren has captured the attention of sociologists throughout the world.  It 
appears that Australian grandparents have also been caught up in this world-wide 
growing phenomenon.  According to the ABS Family Characteristics Survey published 
in September 2004, it was estimated that there were 22,500 grandparent-headed 
families in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2004).  However, as pointed 
out in a recent Council on the Ageing (COTA) NSW Report (2005 p.7), “this figure may 
well be an underestimate”.  Also, recent research by Jan Hammill (2001) has 
highlighted ‘granny burnout’ in Australia’s Indigenous communities, with many 
grandmothers taking over the responsibility for housing, clothing, feeding and 
supporting the needs of their grandchildren. 
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The situation of grandparents raising grandchildren is not new and historically 
grandparents have always stepped in to take over the care of their grandchildren in 
times of family crisis.  In fact, in some cultures it is normal practice for grandparents to 
play a major role in the raising of grandchildren.  However, what is new is the apparent 
dramatic increase in the number of children being raised by their grandparents due to 
changes in family structure and social conditions which have taken place over the last 
25 years.  This paper explores the impact of a number of key social changes of the 20th 
century on 30 grandparent-headed families who are raising their grandchildren in New 
South Wales. 
 
 
Social changes impacting on grandparents-as-parents   
 
 
The literature reveals that a wide range of social factors have contributed to the 
escalation in the number of grandparents raising their grandchildren worldwide 
(Fitzpatrick, 2004; Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 2000; Richards, 2001; Worrall, 2005).  
These include the escalation of drug and alcohol abuse, a rise in the number of sole 
parent families, an increase in mental health problems, high rates of incarceration 
(especially of women), increases in child abuse and neglect, the introduction of 
HIV/AIDS into our community, death (often due to drug overdose), as well as the world-
wide trend towards welfare agencies placing children at risk into ‘kinship care’ rather 
than foster care. 
 
Parental drug and alcohol abuse is the most dramatic causal factor attributed to the 
escalation in the number of grandparents raising their grandchildren (Bowers and 
Myers, 1999; Minkler and Roe, 1993).  Also, it has been predicted that “drug and 
alcohol abuse will continue to be an important contributor to the formation of 
grandparent-headed households in the 21st century” (Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 
2000).  In Australia, parental drug use is reported to be one of the main reasons 
children are being placed into out-of-home care and it is also predicted that this trend 
will continue (Child and Family Welfare Association of Australia (CAFWAA), 2002).  
Parental death due to drug overdose also often results in grandparents taking on the 
parenting role of their grandchildren.  In 1998, an escalation in the number of fatal drug 
overdoses in Victoria prompted the setting up of the Mirabel Foundation to assist 
children who had been orphaned due to parental illicit drug use (Rowe, 2001)   Child 
abuse and neglect, often resulting from parental drug and alcohol abuse, is also 
reported to be one of the main reasons Australian children are being placed into foster 
or kinship care (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW), 2006). According to 
Adam Blakester, Executive Officer of the NAPCAN Foundation, Australia’s leading 
national child abuse prevention agency, “child abuse and neglect continues to be 
Australia’s most serious social problem bar none – and it’s getting worse” (National 
Association for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (NAPCAN), 2006). 
 
A rise in the number of sole-parent families and the associated problems of raising 
children alone has been cited in overseas research as a reason why grandparents are 
raising their grandchildren (Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 2000; Kornhaber, 1996; 
Lundstrom, 2005).  In Australia sole parent families are also on the rise (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2004) and studies reveal that sole mothers in particular face 
a  number of problems, including prejudice, discrimination and stigma (Holdsworth, 
2001; Swinbourne, Esson, Cox and Scouler, 2000), as well as unemployment and 
poverty (de Vaus, 2004). 
 
The literature also reveals that parenting can often present major difficulties for people 
suffering from mental health problems, especially schizophrenia, with grandparents 
the most frequent carers if a parent is hospitalised (Ackerson, 2003; Bassett, Lampe 
and Lloyd, 1999; Cowling, 1999). In Australia there are no exact numbers of children 
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and young people who have parents affected by mental health problems. However, it is 
estimated that 29-35% of female clients of mental health services have dependent 
children under the age of 18 years (NSW Health, 2003).  
 
The high rates of incarceration, especially of women, related to new harsh drug laws 
and mandatory sentencing, has also had a significant effect on the number of 
grandparents raising their grandchildren.  Research in 2000 by the Children of 
Prisoners’ Support Group estimated that in NSW approximately 15,000 children 
annually were affected by parental imprisonment (Larman, 2000).  It has also been 
found that in the case of women prisoners, “maternal grandmothers were often the 
most significant others who cared for the children of their inmate daughters and who 
helped the inmate to cope with her role of prisoner-mother” (Farrell, 1998).  
 
Overseas research reveals that the world-wide spread of HIV/AIDS has also been a 
major contributing factor in the increase in the number of grandparents who are taking 
on the caregiving role of their grandchildren (Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 2000; 
Safman, 2004; Wilson and Adamchak, 2001).  It is estimated by Joslin (2000), that 
even though earlier and more effective treatments have reduced AIDS mortality, the 
number of grandparents raising AIDS-orphaned children will increase over the coming 
decade. 
 
The world-wide trend towards welfare authorities placing children at risk into kinship 
care rather than foster care has seen an increase in the number of grandparents 
raising their grandchildren (Broad, 2001; Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 2000; Worrall, 
2005).  According to McHugh (2004), kinship care as the preferred option by child 
welfare departments in Australia is based on a number of factors.  These include 
offering greater placement stability, providing a better sense of identity and closer links 
with birth family, maintaining a child’s cultural links, as well as being less stigmatising 
for the child.    
 
The literature reveals that grandparents, who are raising their grandchildren because of 
these social changes, experience a number benefits and challenges in their caregiving 
role (Giarrusso, Silverstein and Feng, 2000).  Benefits to grandparents include bringing 
joy into their lives and keeping them active (Fitzpatrick, 2004), making them feel 
worthwhile (Laws and Broad, 2000), and giving them a ‘second chance’ at parenting 
(Minkler and Roe, 1993).  In a UK study, Chinese, Sikh and Muslim grandparent 
caregivers highlighted the benefits of being able to pass down cultural traditions to their 
grandchildren (Richards, 2001).   Challenges experienced by grandparents-as-parents 
include a range of physical and emotional health problems (Kelley and Whitley, 2003), 
with physical exhaustion being emphasised in a number of studies (Minkler and Roe, 
1993; Orb and Davey, 2004; Worrall, 1996).  Financial, legal, housing and parenting 
issues, have also been a major concern for grandparent caregivers, both in Australia 
and overseas (Fitzpatrick, 2004; Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 2000; Richards, 2001; 
Worrall, 2005).  
 
Despite the estimated large number of Australian grandparents who are raising their 
grandchildren (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2004) and the increasing interest 
in grandparents-as-parents (Gardner, 2006; O'Dwyer, 2006), limited research has been 
undertaken into this growing social phenomenon in Australia. Apart from a study by 
Orb & Davey (2004), which utilised semi-structured interviews to examine the 
perceptions of 13 grandparent-headed families in Western Australia, other Australian 
studies have used public forums, workshops and questionnaires to explore the 
experiences of grandparent caregivers (Baldock and Petit, 2006; Fitzpatrick, 2004; 
Parliament of Tasmania, 2003).  Even though taking a macro approach which focuses 
on broad issues and aggregated data is important, Goldberg-Glenn and Hayslip (2000 
p.391) stress the importance of taking a micro perspective to gain an understanding of 
the “variables and interactions that are unique to grandparent-headed families”.  This 
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study utilises the qualitative methodology, narrative inquiry, to investigate the impact of 
social change on grandparents who are raising their grandchildren in New South 
Wales, to explore their lived experiences and to capture the meaning behind these 
experiences. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
 
In order to ‘hear the voices’ of the grandparents, the qualitative research methodology 
chosen for this study is based on Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) concept of narrative 
inquiry.  This involves studying the life experiences of grandparents raising their 
grandchildren through a joint storying and restorying process in a collaborative 
research relationship between the researcher and grandparent participants.   
 
A purposeful sampling technique was used to recruit grandparents who were raising 
their grandchildren in NSW.  Grandparents of any age, gender, cultural background or 
socio-economic group were eligible for the study, but had to be taking on the full-time 
caregiving role of their grandchildren.  Participants were recruited through grandparent 
support groups, recommendations made by friends and colleagues and publicity of the 
research in the television and newspaper media. A total of 29 grandmothers and 6 
grandfathers, who were raising 45 grandchildren, took part in the study.  The 
grandparents were drawn from the western, southern and inner Sydney suburbs, as 
well as the mid-North coast and Northern Rivers regions of NSW.  They ranged in age 
from 50+ to 70+ years and came from a range of socio-economic and cultural 
backgrounds. 
 
In-depth interviews were conducted with each of the participants.  Most of the 
grandparents were interviewed in their homes, while a small number chose public 
venues, such as parks, coffee shops, or community centres, to tell their stories.  
Narrative principles of organising interview questions around participants’ stories 
guided the interview process (Chase, 2002).  Narrative interviews were based on one 
or two main questions that invited a life story, and follow up questions came from close 
listening to grandparents’ stories, rather than from prepared questions.  Grandparents 
were invited to share their stories, firstly about how the grandchildren came into their 
care, and secondly, their experiences of raising their grandchildren. 
 
Each of the interviews was transcribed verbatim and the data was entered into the 
qualitative data analysis software program NUD*IST.  Using the tools provided by the 
software, the data was grouped into a number of themes surrounding social change 
and its impact on the grandparent participants. 
 
 
Impact of social change 
 
 
Almost half the grandparents interviewed indicated that the grandchildren had come 
into their care because of their own adult children’s addiction to drugs and alcohol.  
One grandfather told the following story: 
 
We got a call at 2 o’clock in the morning, two policemen arrived and said, ‘Your 
grandchildren will be delivered in four hours.’  What actually happened was they 
were in a caravan park, he (son) and the two children.  He had a shot of 
heroin…went to sleep in the toilet with the door locked.  The kids, I think at this 
stage had been asleep and woke up and Daddy wasn’t there.  They went to the 
next-door caravan or cabin, whichever it was, those people looked around and 
actually saw him and then called the ambulance.  The ambulance came and took 
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one look and called the police and DoCS.  They (grandchildren) were then handed 
over to us. (Malcolm) 
 
This finding is consistent with both overseas and Australian research that parental drug 
and alcohol abuse is the major reason why so many grandparents today are taking on 
the parenting role of their grandchildren (Baldock and Petit, 2006; Fuller-Thomson and 
Minkler, 2000).  
 
Because their grandchildren were being abused or neglected had also prompted a 
number of grandparents to take on the parenting role.   One grandmother felt 
compelled to take her granddaughter into her care after she had suffered many years 
of abuse at the hand of her stepfather: 
 
(Grandaughter) had been subjected to domestic violence and has seen her mother 
being beaten, and for a number of years she and I have actually discussed her 
moving in with us because she feels she was safe here.  She was apprehensive 
about leaving her Mum because she felt she could help protect Mum, but it got to a 
point where she was being subjected to this man (stepfather) who threatened to kill 
her, chased her through the house with a hatchet and beat her mother 
up…(Grandaughter) came to stay one weekend and she never went back home.  
(Janelle) 
 
This finding is consistent with a recent Australian study (Fitzpatrick, 2004) in which 
family violence, often resulting in the death of the children’s mother, was cited as a 
reason why many grandparents were raising their grandchildren.  Death of the child’s 
mother was also the case for one grandmother in this study who took on the care of 
her grandaughter after her daughter had passed away and it became clear that the 
child’s father was unable to fulfil the parenting role: 
 
What followed was a period of maybe three and a half or four years where she 
(grandaughter) was spending time with me and also with her father and it was a 
disaster.  He didn’t pay rent, he moved house, I lost track of how many times he 
wasn’t earning money.  He was dragging her around to the bowling clubs, sitting 
her in front of television while he went and played the pokies, I mean, it was just a 
disaster…So he went to live with his girlfriend…(Grandaughter) came to live here.  
(Penny). 
 
Because their adult children were experiencing difficulties in raising children alone had 
prompted a number of grandparents to take on the parenting role of their 
grandchildren.  Also, some grandparents talked about the supporting role they had 
assumed before becoming full-timer carers of their grandchildren: 
 
Well, we’ve had a lot to do with (grandson) right from the time he was born 
because our daughter is a sole parent, so I was her support person right through 
pregnancy…Then we gradually started to have him more and more for sleepovers 
and about March this year (daughter) decided that she could no longer manage to 
have (grandson) and asked if we could have him.  (Jenny) 
 
Custodial grandparents in studies by Worrall (2005) and Jendrek (1994) also indicated 
that they had often cared for grandchildren for extended periods of time prior to taking 
on the full-time parenting role.  
 
The mental health problems of their daughters were the reason two of the 
grandparents had taken on the care of their grandchildren.  Feelings of despair are 
evident in the comments of one grandmother whose daughter suffered from 
schizophrenia:  
 
I know I don’t hate her (daughter), but I hate the illness.  It’s very hard.  All these 
emotions that you go through and you feel bad because you feel this way, but you 
do.  I think it’s the uncertainty of what tomorrow is going to bring.  You worry about 
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what’s going to happen to her, how you’re going to protect her when you’re not 
here any more, that’s a concern.  Who’s going to look after her?”  (Joy)  
 
Feelings of despair, grief and loss experienced by grandparent caregivers have been 
acknowledged in a recent report prepared by the Australian Infant, Child, Adolescent 
and Family Mental Health Association (Australian Infant Child Adolescent and Family 
Mental Health (AICAFMHA), 2004).  The report recommended that information, 
counselling and financial support be provided to the carers of children during periods of 
parental mental illness. 
 
A number of maternal grandmothers were taking on the care of their grandchildren 
while their adult daughters were in prison.  This finding is consistent with research into 
the families affected by incarceration which found that in the case of women prisoners, 
“maternal grandmothers were often the most significant others who cared for the 
children of their inmate daughters and who helped the inmate to cope with her role of 
prisoner-mother” (Farrell, 1998 p.59).  However, this study also revealed one 
grandfather who was taking on the caregiving role.  He relates the story of how his 
grandaughter came into his care after his daughter was imprisoned: 
 
(Grandaughter) came into my care because her mother and father had a domestic 
at a train station and (daughter) threw a knife at (husband) and nicked him, so 
therefore she was put into gaol…I got a call from a woman (from DoCS) and she 
said, “Can you come and pick up your grandaughter”…so of course I went and 
picked her up.  And that’s how she came to be in my care.  (Jeremy) 
 
Only one grandparent in the study was taking on the parenting role of her grandchild 
because both parents had contracted the HIV/AIDS virus.  This grandmother tells the 
story of how her son had originally been well enough to care for his daughter, but after 
some time she had been forced to step in and take on the full-time caregiving role of 
her grandaughter: 
 
(Son) is a single Dad and he’s HIV positive and his partner is too, but the baby was 
born okay, which was very fortunate…I’m actually her legal guardian and my son 
lived with us for ten months and helped look after her and did quite well and then 
he went out on his own.  After about six months he wasn’t coping very well…I had 
to take over and look after her full time.  (Anne). 
 
Even though there are no Australian figures available on the number of children who 
are being cared for by their grandparents due to their parents contracting the virus, this 
small representation in the study’s sample may relate to the fact that the incidence of 
HIV/AIDS in Australia is very low compared to other countries. 
 
The study revealed that 16 of the 45 grandchildren involved had been placed in the 
care of their grandparents by the NSW Department of Community Services.  The 
reasons included parental drug or alcohol addiction, abuse or neglect of the children 
and family violence.  This finding is consistent with recent research (Gibbons and 
Mason, 2003; Mason, Falloon, Gibbons, Spence and Scott, 2002) that kinship care is 
now a more common form of placement in some Australian states than traditional 
forms of care such as foster care, and is the most common form of placement for 
Indigenous children nationally (Spence, 2004). 
  
 
Challenges facing grandparents-as-parents 
 
 
It was clear from the stories related by the grandparents that many experienced a 
number of common challenges.  These included financial and legal difficulties, health 
problems, social isolation, and parenting issues.  This finding is consistent with 
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overseas and Australian research which reveals that becoming a custodial grandparent 
can have many negative personal, interpersonal and economic consequences (Cox, 
2000; Fitzpatrick, 2004; Solomon and Marx, 2000). 
 
The financial challenge of raising their grandchildren was the main issue raised by the 
grandparents. A number of grandparents commented that the expenses escalated as 
the children became older: 
 
When they’re young there’s beds, pushers, and these sort of big things, furniture 
and things like that you have to get.  As he’s got older, the expenses have 
increased, things for school, sporting equipment, classes for things, shoes, all sorts 
of expenses in getting him to things, soccer and things like that.  (Katie) 
 
Since taking on (grandaughter) I mean I’m in debt, and I’ve been in debt the whole 
time.  Personal loans, credit cards, friends, whatever.  I mean, it goes up and 
down, it fluctuates, but then basically I’m in debt.  Especially now that she’s getting 
older.  (Penny) 
 
Even if they were receiving some kind of State or Federal Government financial 
assistance, many grandparents still found it hard to manage financially, especially if 
their grandchildren needed expensive medical and educational assistance: 
 
I mean, it’s expensive, she’s got braces, $4,500 worth of braces which we’re 
paying off, $150 a month for braces.  (Penny) 
 
I was told at the school, repeatedly, “This child needs speech therapy.”…So, we 
had about 8 or 9 lessons with her, the speech lady, at $68 per lesson.  (Mavis). 
 
I had to pay for tutoring to bring him up to speed at school because he was 
struggling.  (Joanne) 
 
Financial problems have been universally documented in studies of grandparents 
raising their grandchildren (Fuller-Thomson, Minkler and Driver, 2000; Orb and Davey, 
2004; Richards, 2001; Worrall, 2005), with many grandparent caregivers living below 
the poverty line.   
 
A number of grandparents spoke about the injustice of the current Legal Aid situation, 
where, in custody cases, the grandchildren’s parents were entitled to Legal Aid.  
However, grandparent caregivers may not qualify for Legal Aid because of home 
ownership, retirement savings or current employment: 
 
Everybody else has Legal Aid and because we are self-funded retirees, we 
obviously don’t get Legal Aid, so we pay $500 a day for someone to appear in 
court for us.  And we’ve been dragged into court for the most ludicrous things.  
(Cindy) 
 
Legal problems have been reported as often being paramount in the lives of the 
grandparent caregivers (Fitzpatrick, 2004; Richards, 2001; Worrall, 2005). The Legal 
Aid situation in Australia also proved to be a problem for grandparent caregivers in 
studies by Fitzpatrick (2004) and the Tasmanian Joint Standing Committee on 
Community Development (Parliament of Tasmania, 2003).  In both these studies 
grandparents reported spending large sums of retirement savings on legal fees 
because they were ineligible for Legal Aid.  
 
Physical and emotional health problems proved to be a challenge for a number of 
grandparents in the study.  Some grandparents were conscious of the fact that 
because of their age they were no longer able to do all the physical things associated 
with the parenting role: 
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Okay, we’re young compared to other grandparents, but even we can’t do what 
could be expected from a little fellow, for example with a father.  I can’t go and kick 
the ball around for hours on end…and I just can’t play with him on the floor 
because of my knees.  (Andrew) 
 
The combination of her grandaughter going through puberty at the same time as she 
was experiencing the menopause caused a few problems for one grandmother: 
 
I started going through the menopause the same time as (grandaughter) was going 
through puberty, so we had quite a fiery 6 to 8 months.  I said, “I’m going to put a 
sign on the door – Warning, do not enter, female hormones at work”.  (Penny) 
 
These findings are consistent with research conducted into the physical and emotional 
health problems of grandparent caregivers in the USA, which found that the health of 
custodial grandparents is generally worse than that of non-custodial grandparents 
(Kelley and Whitley, 2003; Minkler and Fuller-Thomson, 1999; Solomon and Marx, 
2000).  
 
A number of grandparents also talked about the physical health problems of their 
grandchildren, often the result of abuse and neglect by their parents: 
 
When he came to us at four months he didn’t seem quite right.  We took him to a 
paediatrician and he was diagnosed with developmental delay and he needed to 
undergo almost twelve months of speech, physio and occupational therapy…The 
reason that he was developmentally delayed, the paediatrician puts down to 
probable neglect during the first four months of his life due to drug addicted 
parents.  (Cindy) 
 
One grandfather talked about the emotional trauma suffered by his grandaughter after 
her mother was imprisoned: 
 
(Grandaughter) has gone through at least 6 months of trauma from being taken 
away from her mother and I think separation anxiety.  It took probably six months 
before I could take her to school and walk away without her screaming the place 
down.  (Jeremy) 
 
Both Australian and overseas research has also revealed that the physical and 
emotional health problems of the grandchildren in their care are of great concern to 
grandparent caregivers (Fitzpatrick, 2004; Richards, 2001; Worrall, 2005). 
  
Social isolation was a concern for a number of the grandparent caregivers, who talked 
about losing their old friends because their lives had gone in different directions: 
 
Yes, we did have quite a good social life, my partner and I…We were involved in 
quite a large group and now we’re very much on the fringes of that.  We sometimes 
get an invitation along to something, but in general the people in our group know 
that we’re just not available most of the time, so they don’t ask any more.  (Joanne) 
 
Also, the age difference between herself and the other Mums at her grandson’s school 
was socially isolating for one grandmother: 
 
I don’t fit into the school scene at all because, I mean, the new age young Mums, 
there’s a good 25 years between me and them and there would probably only be 
three mothers that even speak to you.  I’ve got no rapport there whatsoever, 
because I’m a Gran.  I’m a grandmother, I’m not the low-cut jeans and the little 
tank tops, that’s not me.  I’m Gran.  And even the kids call me Gran.  (Alice) 
 
Social isolation and inadequate social support was also seen as a significant problem 
for custodial grandparents in studies by Hayslip and Kaminski  (2005) and Wohl, 
Lahner and Jooste  (2003).  
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Grandparents in the current study talked about the problems of parenting grandchildren 
who were “smoking like a chimney”, “had no basic concept of behaviour skills” and 
“had been living as street kids and stealing their food”.  One grandmother believed that 
even her experience working with children with behavioural problems had not prepared 
her for the difficulties she was having with her grandaughter: 
 
It’s been a steep learning curve…my job was working with kids with behavioural 
disorders and emotional disturbance.  I was good at my job, but I don’t think I’m 
that good here because I’m really stressed, you know.  (Sarah) 
 
Parenting teenagers also proved a challenge for a number of grandparents: 
 
She’s growing up, she’s in the teenage rebellious stage and wants to do her own 
thing all the time…I think now, going through puberty, she’s realising that basically 
her mother’s died, her father’s abandoned her, and then she’s left with grumpy old 
granny.  (Penny) 
 
They (teenage grandchildren) don’t like to be disciplined.  I find it hard to discipline 
them.  It’s because what they’ve been through.  (Miriam) 
 
The literature reveals that parenting a new generation of children, whose cultural 
norms and values have changed greatly since grandparents reared their own children, 
can prove stressful for grandparent caregivers (Musil, Schrader and Mutikani, 2000). 
Also, parenting grandchildren with behavioural problems because of their exposure to 
family trauma, abuse or neglect, can be a challenge for some grandparents-as-parents 
(Fitzpatrick, 2004; Musil, Schrader et al., 2000; Richards, 2001). 
 
 
Satisfaction and rewards 
 
 
Despite the many challenges they experienced, grandparents in the current study 
talked about the benefits of second-time parenting and the grandparent caregiver role 
as being a life-enriching experience: 
 
In a way it’s a blessing, because I’ve got a chance to now, with the wisdom I have 
got, to do a better job this time than what I did the first time.  (Janelle) 
 
The benefits are I’ve watched them, I just look at them growing up…I look at these 
kids, these four kids, and I can’t imagine our lives without them…All I have to say is 
that we’ll have to die to part from them.  I won’t give them up for the world.  (Brian) 
 
There is a lot of joy, you know, and I think in a lot of ways it’s quite a privilege to do 
it, to have so much involvement with your grandchildren.  (Joanne) 
 
Some grandparents also believed that their grandchildren benefited from being raised 
by their grandparents: 
 
I think the main benefits for them (grandchildren) is the security and stability that 
they get through living with their grandparents.  (Joanne) 
 
I think we mellow over the years, we have a lot of life experiences, more patience, 
more tolerance, and I think we’re better able to deal with these children who do 
come with lots of psychological issues and behavioural problems.  So I think 
(grandson) has gained a lot.  (Michelle) 
 
This finding is consistent with other studies which have revealed that, in spite of its 
many challenges, the grandparent caregiver role can be very rewarding, both for the 
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grandparents as well as the grandchildren they are raising (Giarrusso, Silverstein et al., 
2000; Minkler and Roe, 1993; Richards, 2001). 
 
 
Concerns 
 
 
As well as the many challenges, satisfaction and rewards experienced in raising their 
grandchildren, the grandparent caregivers in this study also voiced a number of 
concerns: 
  
I think the government needs to recognize the grandparents who do this job, to 
give them their support, help with the school fees, help with their medical, help with 
holidays and help with uni.  (Pam) 
 
I think there needs to be more general awareness that a lot of grandparents are 
raising grandchildren…a general acknowledgement in the community, or 
awareness, that it is not such an unusual thing for kids to be living with a 
grandparent…(Katie) 
 
A lack of recognition, especially by State and Federal governments, has been 
documented in other Australian research studies as being of concern to grandparents 
raising their grandchildren (Fitzpatrick, 2004; Orb and Davey, 2004; Parliament of 
Tasmania, 2003),  
 
Grandparents also voiced concern over the lack of reliable, easily obtainable 
information to assist them in the care of their grandchildren: 
 
Nothing’s out there, nobody’s giving you the information, it’s sort of like a closed 
shop.  Everything you find out, you have to find the hard way.  (Joy) 
 
I think a lot of people don’t realise that there is help, but it’s just not something 
that’s advertised.  How do you find out about it?  (Nancy) 
 
This finding is consistent with research by Fitzpatrick (2004), who concluded that as 
well as Government departments, everyone who comes in contact with grandparent 
caregivers and their grandchildren (such as teachers, doctors and police), should 
receive training to deal with their particular issues.  Also, in order to overcome the 
discrimination and isolation often experienced by grandparent caregivers and their 
grandchildren, there needs to be a greater understanding within the wider community 
of the issues they face. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The use of a narrative inquiry methodology provided the depth of data required to 
understand the meanings grandparents attach to their experiences of raising their 
grandchildren.  Findings from the study indicate that grandparents face many 
challenges and concerns, as well as many rewards, in undertaking their caregiving 
role.  Historically, grandparents have not been seen as needing a voice, however this 
study reveals that the voices of grandparents who are carrying out the grandparent-as-
parent role need to be heard in order to address their experiences of being invisible, 
isolated and unheard within our community.  Preliminary conclusions indicate the need 
for a large range of interventions to address the many emotional, social and economic 
concerns affecting grandparent caregivers and their grandchildren.  Grandparents-as-
parents need support from all sections of our community to assist them in raising their 
grandchildren, Australia’s most precious possession. 
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